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UM LECTURE SPOTLIGHTS MERRIAM, FISHER AND GUTHRIE
MISSOULA—
H.G. Merriam, Vardis Fisher and A.B. Guthrie Jr., three regional literary figures with
a vital interest in the American West and ties to The University of Montana-Missoula, will be
the subject of a lecture Wednesday, April 8, at UM ’s Center for the Rocky Mountain West.
The lecture, by Western literature scholar Louie Attebery, will get under way at 7:30
p.m. in the first floor meeting room at Missoula’s Milwaukee Station.
In his talk, Attebery will look at how Merriam, Fisher and Guthrie, while grounded in
the Western tradition, escaped regional provincialism and demonstrated that “regionalism can
be a strategy that leads to the universal,” he said.
H.G. Merriam is well-known locally and regionally as the longtime chair of UM ’s
English department, the man who started its creative writing program and the author of the
book “The University of Montana.”
Merriam had as a student A.B. Guthrie Jr., who called Merriam one of the great
teachers he had at UM. Guthrie also is well-known, locally, regionally and beyond for his
novels about the West, including “The Big Sky” and “The Way W est.”
Less well-known is Vardis Fisher, an Idaho writer whom Merriam hired in the summer
of 1932 to teach creative writing at UM. Attebery’s in-depth knowledge of Fisher is one of
the reasons he was asked to give this talk, said Bill Farr, associate director for humanities and

-more-

W estLect.rl-2
culture at the Center for the Rocky Mountain West.
“Attebery is in a position to contrast the kinds of regional writings by Guthrie in
Montana with Vardis Fisher in Idaho, who represented that kind of regional writing within the
Rocky Mountain West that we in Montana are generally not terribly aware o f,” Farr said.
Fisher compares favorably with the likes of Willa Cather, Erskine Caldwell, William
Faulkner, Theodore Dreiser and Thomas Wolfe, according to Attebery.
“He stands tall but in the shadows,” Attebery said. “His first novel, ‘Toilers of the
H ills,’ is one of the best agrarian novels in the American tradition.” Fisher also wrote several
autobiographical novels set in Idaho’s Snake River country. He later turned to historical
fiction with “Children of God,” “City of Illusion” and “The M others.”
Attebery, a longtime English professor at Albertson College of Idaho in Caldwell, also
studied at UM with Merriam. That was in the early 1950s. Since then Attebery not only has
taught English at ACI, but also has chaired the English department and served as acting vice
president for academic affairs. A folklorist as well, he edited the journal Northwest Folklore
from 1985 to 1991 and authored “Idaho Folklife: Homesteads to Headstones,” published in
1985.
Attebery’s lecture is the third in the center’s spring series on humanities and culture.
UM poet and essayist Roger Dunsmore will give the series’ last lecture, “Earth’s Mind: Essays
in Native Literature,” Friday, April 24.
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Note: Professor Attebery will be available for local media interviews from 1:30 to 5 p.m.
Wednesday, April 8. To make interview arrangements, contact Susan Gibb at the
Center for the Rocky Mountain West, (406) 243-7700, ext. 26; fax 549-4977; or
sgibb@selway.umt.com.
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